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Wildlife watching offers a front-row view
to a fascinating world of drama and survival
by RUTHANNE JOHNSON
s dusk fell, a battle silently waged in Dave Pauli’s
garden. Hundreds of red ants swarmed over a
colony of black worker ants, trapping them in
pincer strangleholds so tight that many were beheaded. It
was a brutal scene, and only those who f led escaped death.
Then the red ants did the unthinkable. They forced
their way deep into their opponents’ nest, marching over the
wriggling bodies of the wounded and dying to strangle the
black queen and plunder the living treasure stored carefully
below. The final blow was callously dealt as the red
ants began streaming out of the ragged nest, triumph-
antly carrying their booty—the unhatched children of the
defeated queen.
The miniature melee could easily have gone unno-
ticed. But Pauli’s daughter, a budding naturalist, sounded
the alarm while investigating their backyard Montana
landscape.
“I’d never seen anything like it,” says Pauli, a veteran
wildlife watcher and director of The HSUS’s Western Re-
gional Office. “After we watched the two ant colonies at war,
we looked on the Internet and found that the black ants are a
sweet-eating species [consuming food such as fruits], and the
red ones are called slave-making ants.The slave-makers raid
their enemy’s nest to capture the larvae for lifelong servitude.”
This type of dramatic episode makes the natural world
better than any movie for Pauli and his family. Nature is
real, harsh, and profoundly beautiful, with wonder and
mystery at every turn, he says. “I learn new things when-
ever I take the time to notice.”
Across the U.S., legions of people are finding themselves
A
engrossed in nature’s lessons.While the numbers of hunters
16 years and older dropped to less than 13 million in 2006,
the ranks of birders, photographers, ecotourists, and other
wildlife watchers reached 71 million, according to the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service.
Bird watching is the most common form of wildlife ob-
servation.Themethods can be as casual as looking up from
the paper at breakfast to see who is visiting the backyard
feeder—or as impassioned as booking a last-minute flight to
the Everglades with the hope of glimpsing a rare snail kite in
a new nest. Nearly 50 million birders spend billions of dol-
lars each year on seed, binoculars, books, and travel; they
collect observations in the way philatelists collect stamps,
cherishing and recording each encounter. With about 900
species in the U.S., the challenge of finding every last one
can be all-consuming. Few ever even approach that number,
but most birders are undoubtedly content just to see cardi-
nals and jays in the backyard or spot a pelican on the family
trip to Florida.
Wild animals—from the ants to the antelopes—lead
“secret lives all around us,” as observed by master tracker
Mark Elbroch in his bookMammal Tracks & Sign. The ev-
idence they leave behind while we work, sleep, and other-
wise go about our lives reveals the exciting and the
mundane: the life-and-death dramas, the animals’ rela-
tionships with one another and their habitats. All that is
needed to help reconstruct these lives is a mixture of pa-
tience, a bit of science, a good imagination, and a willing-
ness to look closer—for you never know what types of
encounters may be unfolding at your feet.
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Getting Started
Knowledge and the right tools can open a budding wildlife ob-
server’s eyes to the mindboggling diversity of the natural world.
Begin by familiarizing yourself with the habitats near your home:
Is the landscape woodland or prairie, wetland or desert, meadow or
coastal grassland? Identify the trees, shrubs, grasses, and other plants
in your yard and the birds and other animals who use them. Learn
what and when the animals eat, and find the local watering hole.
“Start small,” Pauli recommends.“You will be amazed by the number
of species found by simply turning over a log, board, or rock or by
spending a half hour in your backyard.”
Expand your perspective to the animals in your region by tag-
ging along on nature walks given by the local Audubon Society or
other conservation groups. Many wildlife sanctuaries and city parks
also conduct citizen science initiatives that invite participation in
nature. “Activities such as these can help jump-start beginning
wildlife watchers,” says nature writer Debra Firmani, who with her
14-year-old son Marcus dedicates two days a week to counting birds
for Cornell University’s Project FeederWatch—a winter-long survey
of birds visiting backyards, nature centers, community areas, and
other locales in North America.
Expert wildlife tracker Paul Rezendes stresses the need to open
the senses when observing nature.“As soon as you walk in the forest,
you are bombarded with information, but people’s minds are always
going so fast,” says Rezendes, who wrote Tracking and the Art of
Seeing and The Wild Within. “There have been times when I was
walking in a beautiful forest, nice smells in the air, birds chirping in
the canopy above, and 15 minutes later I was in another type of
environment and didn’t even notice the change in landscape. It
happens to everybody. But to see animals, you have to be present
and attentive. You need to be looking.”
No.1
Look more closely at the ground and you may spot
some of the world’s 14,000 known ant species. These
insects form centralized societies with a queen and a
few breeding males; most of the rest of the colony cares
for the young and protects and provides for the group.
THE SCHOOL OF NATURE
Drawing Wildlife to Your Front Door
If you want an up-close view of animals in your yard, you may
need to create
a more inviting landscape. Start with the basics: food, water, and
shelter. Add
natural plantings, build a pond, or create a brush pile.
As one of his backyard projects, The HSUS ’s Dave Pauli added a
few plank
boards to give insects a cozy hiding place, attracting a host of bi
rds and other
insect-eating animals. Many of the insects have brought benefits
of their own;
one species known as the ant lion helps keep ant populations in c
heck.
Nature writer Debra Firmani and her family transformed thei
r half-
acre lawn into a mini wildlife habitat by resisting the urge to m
ow the grass
and adding native evergreens, berry bushes, and other plants. The
y also cut
down an unsafe tree and sawed the trunk into segments that the
y placed
around the yard for insects and other cavity-dwelling critters. S
ince the
change, they have counted more than 50 species of birds in their
yard—a ripe
learning ground for Firmani’s bird-loving son, Marcus. “We rece
ntly saw a
pileated woodpecker land on the stump and heard two barn owls
hooting one
night,” says Firmani.
These minor changes were essential in creating a wildlife-friendly
environment in which observation opportunities abound. The Fir
manis’ small
yard is a testament to the fact that nature lovers don’t need an
expanse of
land to provide a haven for wildlife. Even a bird feeder or butter
fly garden on
an apartment balcony will send an invitation to wild animals, w
hether they
are passersby or potential boarders.
The HSUS’s Urban Wildlife Sanctuary Program helps animal lov
ers roll
out the welcome mat for their wild neighbors. All you need to d
o is provide
food, water, and shelter on your land and commit to finding hum
ane solutions
to conflicts. Once your property is an official HSUS wildlife san
ctuary, you will
receive a metal sign, certificate, and decal—all of which is sure
to tantalize
your neighbors into opening up their yards to wildlife, too.
For more information and to apply, visit humanesociety.org/s
anctuary.
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Walk softly, stopping often to listen to
your surroundings. Binoculars or a spotting
scope will help you pinpoint the source: a
woodpecker’s drumming; a chipmunk’s
warning chirp; a pebble tumbling down a
rocky incline, displaced from above by a
bighorn sheep. 
With a magnifying glass, you can zoom
in on small evidence such as feathers, fur,
and chewed grass. Use a field guide to help
you identify animals, their tracks and other
signs, the foods they eat, and where they
typically live. “I’ve never seen a field guide I
didn’t like,” says Pauli, who buys one in each
state he visits. He recommends those with
good pictures and field distribution maps,
and he suggests borrowing one from the 
library first for a test drive. 
As you begin learning species’ names,
habits, and characteristics, keep a journal
noting animals’ sizes, colorings, sounds, and
behaviors, as well as nests or burrows used.
Draw sketches and jot down the time, 
location, and weather. 
While Pauli scribbles notes directly in
his field guide and uses stickers as marker
points, Marcus keeps a journal in which he
documents details and sketches the animal
from a variety of angles. “This helps me
keep track of trends in certain species and
their habits and populations from year to
year,” Marcus explains. The data he has been
compiling since he was 6 years old will
yield a wealth of information for future
ornithology projects. 
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Playing Detective
The evidence of wildlife is everywhere. It’s just a matter of recog-
nizing the clues: A mouse drops a path of seed sheaths as he forages;
a deer beds down in a tall patch of grass, leaving a circular impres-
sion; a snail’s glistening trail stretches across the top of a broad, green
leaf, vanishing next to the imprint of a frog long gone. A careful look
at the ground may reveal evidence of dust baths and wallows, tun-
nels and trails, burrows and dens, recent meals, tooth cuttings, and
territorial boundaries. These features tell a story about animals’
efforts to forage, escape predation, preen, mate, raise their young,
and simply enjoy life. Use the
following tips as a guide to re-
create the narrative.
Home sweet home: Animal
houses are diverse in materials
used and the resourcefulness of
the designs. Prairie dogs con-
struct underground burrows,
while beavers build lodges
along streams and squirrels
make nests known as dreys
high in the trees. Some birds
make simple scrapes in the
ground that they camou-
flage with stones or shells;
others create platforms,
crevices, nests, cavities, or
burrows. 
Many creations are
subtle, says Pauli. “What
might look like a clump
of grass or merely a de-
pression may be a nest 
with baby rabbits in it.”  
When trying to identify the owner of a burrow or hole,
consider the habitat where it was built and the range of likely in-
habitants. The size and shape of the entrance provide hints, as do
fur, scat, smells, and signs of feeding. It is not always possible to know
the original excavator because other animals may visit and use the
hole, enlarging it in the process. For example, abandoned prairie dog
holes on the perimeter of active towns become homes for rabbits,
burrowing owls, rattlesnakes, and even black widow spiders. 
Pauli once cracked a den mystery when responding to a home-
owner’s request for help. A hole under the deck “looked like it had
been dug by a yellow-bellied marmot, who have shorter legs and
push the dirt to the side,” he says. But the noises coming from the
den occurred at night, and marmots are active during the day. After
some sleuthing, Pauli discovered a skunk was occupying the old
marmot hole. “Stuff like this happens all the time in the wild, espe-
cially with opportunists,” he says. 
Foodstuffs and meal scraps: While some animals eat at
the source and leave their scraps, chipmunks, gray squirrels, 
porcupines, voles, and birds create food caches or digs. These stashes
of seeds, nuts, grasses, bark, and fruit may be stored in a burrow
or hidden under rocks or logs, in grass clumps or leaf litter, or
behind loose bark. 
Some species throw dirt when digging for food, while birds
scratching for insects merely shuffle the ground. Signs of foraging
also include teeth marks on grasses, fruit, woody stalks, bark, stems,
and flowers. Your field guide can help you determine who’s been
chowing down; ripped grasses indicate ungulates, while incisor
marks in fruit may be evidence of a meadow vole or chipmunk. 
Foraging detective work can uncover new and surprising in-
formation, as happened with a discovery that Rezendes made about
false truffles. The root systems of these underground forest fungi,
which are more than a mile long, connect to the root systems of
trees. “They are very important to our ecosystem, and until I ob-
served [evidence of] porcupines digging them up and eating them,
we had no idea that they ate these things,” says Rezendes. “Now we
know that porcupines play a role in dispersing their spore.”  
When tracking predators such as coyotes, bobcats, and fishers,
Rezendes often comes across a kill site, such as a deer carcass, that
serves as a stepping stone for observing other animals. “The forest
comes from all directions to converge on the life of that deer,” he
says. “Even snowshoe hares will eat meat, and chickadees will peck
at the bones.”
The scoop on scat: Droppings are also a species indicator, with
undigested leftovers revealing an animal’s recent meals.
The scat of wolf packs may carry indicators of
status; scat belonging to the animals last in the
pecking order often shows bits of hide
and bone, the least nutritious and least
favored parts. 
Location of scat may say some-
thing about behavior. In their network
of underground tunnels, prairie dogs
build separate rooms to relieve themselves.
Small piles of their fertilizing scat can be seen 
aboveground after they sweep these rooms
clean in the spring. 
Reading the trees: To stake
out their territory during
the mating season, deer,
elk, moose, caribou, and
No.2
































































bison scrape trees with their antlers or
horns. Woodchucks leave bite marks on
trees and low branches, perhaps to indicate
their claim on an area. Even squirrels are
thought to send territorial messages as they
bite stripes in tree bark that are not deep
enough for obtaining nutrition. 
By looking at trees, you may also be
able to surmise whether an animal was
climbing to obtain food, reach the shelter of
a cavity, or escape something that fright-
ened him. Bears who share habitat with
humans frequently climb trees to avoid in-
teraction, while wolves create resting places
by chewing off lower branches of pines and
settling on the ground underneath. 
When Pauli united orphaned mallard
ducklings with an adoptive mother duck on
a Montana pond, he observed some inter-
esting marks on several trees: They were
chewed off at about 12 to 14 inches.
“This told me that a relatively young
colony of beavers is living in the
area, and I could estimate the
size of the beavers and tell their
age by the width of the tooth
marks.”  
Sounds and scents:
Besides the familiar bird
calls, animal sounds may include a beaver
slapping his tail in warning, a turtle quietly
crunching through leaves as she makes her
way along the forest floor, or a hawk flap-
ping her wings in flight. Even silence can in-
dicate that something is wrong, says Pauli,
such as a storm brewing or a predator
lurking nearby.
But to hear these sounds, observers
must be careful not to make their own
noises, says Rezendes. “A human in the
forest creates a perimeter, like the ripples
that form when a rock is thrown into a
pond,” he says. “The noise perimeter is typ-
ically larger than the visual perimeter, and
if you want to have a phenomenal wildlife
experience, the trick is to see the animal
before it sees you, to create a visual
perimeter larger than the sound perimeter
you are making.” 
Rezendes recommends a stealthy gait,
with long stops between steps. “For every
five minutes of walking, you should stop,
look, and listen for at least 10 minutes to
give animals the chance to move into your
perimeter of vision.” He also recommends
hiking without the family dog, who may
send wildlife into hiding.  
Smells, too, offer the keen observer
information. “With enough instinct and
training you can pick up on smells,” Pauli
says. “For example, beaver castor smells
sweet, and you can smell where a fox has
passed by and left his mark once you know
how to identify the scent.”
Rezendes looks for stumps of a certain
height and type that bobcats use to mark
territory. “By smelling and observing the
side of the scent post that has been sprayed,
you can tell which direction the bobcat is
going in and track the animal.”   
Tread lightly: It’s almost always illegal
to remove items such as feathers, eggs, and
nests from the wild, but evidence such as
fur, leftover foods, and objects with teeth or
claw markings can be collected. Pauli sug-
gests collecting fur samples by leaving a
brush near an animal den, secured in place
with duct tape. Digital photographs are
another means of gathering evidence
without disturbing the environment.
If you discover tracks leading to a den
or resting site, “simply back down the trail
to study the tracks so you won’t disturb the
animal who left them,” Pauli says. “And
always make sure you put things back the
way you found them or even better, like
picking up [other] people’s trash.”
Prairie dogs live closely packed in “towns”
consisting of many burrows, each with a 
complex system of underground tunnels and
rooms where they nest, sleep, and store food. 
Other prairie animals take up residence 
in the empty burrows around the 
perimeter of an active community.
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Deciphering Tracks
Whether in sand, snow, or mud, wild animals leave traces of their
presence and behavior in tracks—an open book for those who know
how to read it. A rabbit moves across the snowy field and weaves a
trail that shows a cautious exploration for food amidst a concern for
exposure to predators. And well so: A fox’s trail intercepts the rabbit’s
and follows it, as predator and prey move in synchrony across the
winter landscape. Suddenly the pattern changes. Greater spacing be-
tween prints tells of increasing speed, and a zigzag shows where the
fox left off the chase. The rabbit’s trail ends at a clump of raspberry
vine; the fox’s goes its separate way across the field.
Tracks are often the most apparent evidence of wildlife, espe-
cially with elusive species such as raccoons, opossums, foxes, and
coyotes. A quiet backyard pockmarked with footprints elicits wild
imaginings that breathe life into static signs, revealing speed and
whether the animal was foraging, injured, or even carrying a
heavy load. “Following the animal will only disrupt it,” says Pauli.
“You will learn more about the animal by collecting every piece
of data on 10 feet of tracks.”  
To identify and interpret wild animals’ tracks, first learn about
their feet—features such as shape and size, number of toes, claws,
spacing between the pads, and length of the stride. Mammals’ feet 
generally have heel pads and separate toe pads with nails or claws.
Canine species such as wolf and coyote leave toenail registers or claw
marks, while feline species such as mountain lion and bobcat walk
with their claws retracted. Members of the canine and feline
families have four digits and walk on their toes and toe pads; bears,
raccoons, and skunks walk on the soles of their feet, rolling from
their heel toward their five toes. Hoofed species such as deer, bison,
and bighorn sheep walk entirely on the ends of their toes. 
An animal’s gait also conveys information. Chipmunks and
squirrels tend to gallop and hop, leaving front and back paw prints
that are clumped together. Coyotes and wolves typically leave a line
of alternating tracks that sometimes overlap. Coyotes also trot to
cover long distances in search of prey, stopping often to listen for
soft sounds or notice slight movements. Animals with a high me-
No.3
Bobcats live throughout most of the U.S. and
into southern Canada, roaming home bases of
anywhere from 1 to 100 square miles. Look
for these shy and muscular creatures through
their tracks and territory markers such as scat,
scrapes, scent posts, and kill sites.
A GOOD IMPRESSION
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Raccoon tracks in fresh mud Hornsby, TN    4/23/91
tabolism, such as the weasel, have a gait that
helps them quickly cover a lot of ground to
find food, while bobcats maintain a slow,
stealthy gait, punctuated with strategic
pauses to sit and wait for prey. 
Location of the animals’ tracks pro-
vides another clue. Prey animals rarely
wander far from their burrows or coves,
while predators’ tracks can be traced at their
prey’s potential hiding spots. Rezendes has
seen a bobcat lie in wait for a meal near a
bustling snowshoe hare run.
Terrain can affect the size of the track
and the animal’s gait at the time of the im-
print. Deep mud may cause tracks to appear
smaller than normal, while snow has the
opposite effect. On slippery ground, an
animal may move more slowly, crawl, or
flounder. Coyotes bound through deep
snow, while many animals follow in the
footsteps of others to minimize expenditure
of energy on a cold day.
Soft soils, shallow mud, snow, and
firm, moist sand yield the best tracks.
“There’s nothing better for looking at
animal tracks than a fresh snowfall or
around a water source, like riverbanks after
the river swells and then lowers,” says Pauli.
When good tracking conditions are not
available, you can create a better environ-
ment by raking or smoothing the earth in
areas frequented by animals. And keep an
eye out for windfalls of apples, grapes, or
other fruits that have fallen from trees;
you’re likely to spot tracks from animals
who stopped to have a snack.
You can keep records of the tracks you
find in a journal or by making plaster 

































































Tell Us Your Wild Tales!
Everyone has at least one great wildlife story—whether it is about the
groundhog who lives under your deck, the butterflies who visit your balcony
garden, bear tracks you found while hiking, or the lone coyote who howled 
along with your campfire sing-a-long. Maybe it’s a story about some wild 
creature exhibiting behavior not documented in the textbooks or an anecdote
about animals living in unexpected places, such as the mama mouse who
raised her young in your snow boots. We want to hear about these rich 
experiences that connect us all to the web of life. E-mail your small and 
tall wild tales and photos to allanimals@humanesociety.org.
Rezendes says tracking allows him to
get inside an animal’s world. “For example,
if you track a bobcat all day in the snow—
find a day-old trail so you don’t disturb the
animal—you are walking in its environ-
ment, understanding what it eats, seeing
what it sees,” he says. “It will become a deep
knowledge that gets into the cellular level.”
Sometimes, of course, the animal isn’t
keen to let the tracker read his mind.
Rezendes once led a group of students near
a bobcat’s still-warm bed of pressed-down
vegetation. To teach them a lesson—that
more can be learned by not following an
animal closely—Rezendes waited by the bed
while his students tested their tracking
skills. “Bobcats use all kinds of tricks to
throw people off,” he says. “They walk over
fallen branches with lots of twigs, wriggling
through them, or take long jumps off fallen
logs into watery forest seeps.” 
Despite their proximity, his students
lost the trail. When Rezendes glimpsed the
cat coming through the vegetation, he real-
ized the animal had circled the students.
“These animals are really smart, and the
bobcat thought this would throw them off,”
he says, “and it did.”
